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Preface

Michael Cahill

Participatory linguistics, as represented in the pages of this volume, refers to an equal
partnership between local language speakers and non-native linguists in investigating,
documenting and developing various aspects of the language.

The contributions to this volume are noteworthy and sometimes unique in their approach
to participatory linguistics.

One distinctive is the authors themselves. These are dedicated and mostly long-term
practitioners of their craft. They have often been embedded in the relevant communities for
years, not just making occasional forays. Only a few have university positions as their primary
roles. Their main objective has been to assist local communities in language-related activities.
The results of their work have often been unpublished, and generally have not resulted in
personal status, substantial financial grants, or the like.

Some of the methods are relatively recent, while others have been field-tested and have
shown their effectiveness for decades. The field worker will almost certainly find some
methodology and specific tools that are new, at least to the general linguistics public, and
worth checking out.

The case studies are honest, sometimes painfully so. The methodologies are generally
successful, but often not 100% so. The researchers report on what worked, what didn’t, and
what specifically could be improved. This will aid the would-be project worker to plan better,
and consider factors that may not have been obvious from an outsider’s first perspective — not
only logistical but cultural as well. Because of this detail, readers of this volume who try to use
these methods will have a checklist of elements to include and obstacles to avoid, thus
improving the probability of positive outcomes.

As you, the reader, peruse the entire gamut of these papers, you will note that there is a
fair amount of overlap in the authors’ description of the models they were applying. Some of
the case studies of specific languages repeat information in the early foundational chapters; we
hope that this will mean the reader can refer to these case studies as stand-alone papers, rather
than having to refer back constantly to those earlier ones.

The professional linguist will also observe that these authors’ academic backgrounds vary
considerably, and their writing styles are far from uniform. Some have a deeper background in
academic writing than others. We judge the content of these papers to be quite valuable,
whether the author has a Ph.D. or not. References to other literature are abundant in most
papers, but (appropriately) absent in some. Several authors do not have English as their mother
tongue, and we especially appreciate the effort that these have put into their descriptions.

The foremost theme we are attempting to communicate is that there is great potential for
fruitful partnerships between speakers of local languages and external linguists. Each of these
has their own strengths which the other lacks, and so each contributes their own essential part
of the process, resulting in a demonstrably better outcome than either group working by
themselves. Thus it is appropriate to close this Introduction with an extended thought from
Lyle Campbell:

In political and philosophical discussions of identity, some assume and advocate that outside
scholars should just get out of the way, with their mentality of the colonizer and the colonized,
and instead let those who are marginalized undertake the work themselves. There is another
view, perhaps complementary to this one, that scholars privileged with higher education and
more extensive resources have an obligation to share knowledge with and to transfer skills to
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Indigenous communities. In this view we should be available to pitch in to help informed groups
as they work towards achieving their own goals for their languages and cultures, and also to
help them understand what has worked and not worked in other situations so that they can
make informed decisions of their own. It is not the case that outside academics can never get
past their colonial baggage sufficiently to be able to practice their craft and deploy their skills in
respectful, “decolonizing” ways, with useful helpful, appropriate results, in collaboration with
Indigenous peoples. Just the opposite: we would be remiss if we didn’t, in particular given the
language endangerment risks faced by so many Indigenous people and their earnest efforts to
deal with this problem that is so monumentally important to so many of them.

Campbell, Lyle. 2022. Linguist on the Loose. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press. Page 252.
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